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ABSTRACT 

Part of the Australian "Reading Around Series," this 
document offers a set of guidelines for fostering cooperative 
learning in a language arts classroom. The problems with competitive 
and/or individual learning, and the reasoning behind cooperative 
learning, are presented in the first section of the document. The 
second section outlines the key features of a cooperative learning 
environment, including the fostering of interpersonal and small-group 
skills, positive interdependence, face-to-face interaction, and 
itvUvidual accountability. The next section offers a unit on creative 
use of synonyms for year three, while the fourth section offers a 
throe-week story writing unit for year six. The iifth section 
outlines a video production unit for year nine students, and the 
sixth section offers a one to three lessons unit on clear thinking 
for year eleven students. The final section suggests ways to organize 
a one-lesson unit and offers helpful hints for encouraging 
cooperative learning in the classroom. (JC) 
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COOPERATIVE LEARNING STRATEGIES APPLIED IN 
THE LANGUAGE CLASSROOM 



f Heather Fehring 



The need for cooperation between people is reflected in all 
aspects of life - the family, the community, the workforce, sports 
teams and society in general. And yet, so often in our schools 
and classrooms we over-emphasise learning environments 
which operate on an individual or a competitive basis. 



INDIVIDUAL LEARNING 
The classroom is organised so that students work by 
themselves. The emphasis is on students working 
individually on their assignments or projects. 





COMPETITIVE LEARNING 
Learning is a contest where students test 
themselves against other students. In a sense, one 
student wins only if the others lose. 




STRUCTURING 
THE LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENT 
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COOPERATIVE LEARNING 
Fostenng cooperative learning strategies in schools is an attempt to build an effective learning environment by 
encouraging students to learn with and from each other. A cooperative environment utilises small-group learning 
techniques and all the different abilities offered by a heterogeneous classroom. 
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WHAT ARE THE KEY FEATURES OF A 
COOPERATIVE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT? 

Cooperative learning Is ail about small c hesive groups 
of students functioning togsther as a working unit To 
achieve such a situation we need to concentrate on 
several key teaching and learning points: 

1 Interpersonal and Small-Group Skills 

The development of interpersonal and small-group skills is a 
key element for effective cooperative learning. It cannot be 
assumed that students are born with such skills. Although it 
takes time to develop such attributes, they are fundamental to 
effective working relationships within a group. 



Examples of interpersonal and Small-Group Skills 



communicating 

• listening 

• patience 

• tolerance of each other's 
differences 

• ability to work with others 



• ability to organise oneself 
and others 

• sharing 

• leadership 

• conflict-resolution 

• decision making 



2 Positive Interdependence 

There is a need to create an atmosphere of positive interdep- 
endence between group members. Such interdependence 
provides the reason for working together thus encouraging 
cooperation. All members of the learning group must 
participate, and learn to help each other learn. There are 
several ways to achieve such a result: 

Goal Interdependence A mutual group goal, or a joint 

group product provides a basis for the group member's 
dependence on each other. 

Resource Interdependence Achieved by dividing mater- 
ials, resources or information among group members. 

Role Interdependence Assigning students specific 

roles within a group can heighten each student's spnse of 
responsibility for the total group's success, and promote the 
concept of shared leadership which is so important to 
cooperative learning. One way to achieve such an aim is to 
divide the work required to complete a task between the 
group members. Thus, each student has a specific job or 
responsibility to undertake. 



3 Face-to-Face Interaction 

Face-to-face interaction among students is essential because it 
maximises the opportunities for students to question and 
discuss among themselves and thus learn from each other. 



4 Individual Accountability 

It is also essential to develop a feeling of personal responsibility 
for the achievement of the group's goal, in effect, each 
individual is accountable for the learning and understanding of 
the whole group. 



The following section provides examples of practical lessons 
ilising the theoretical principles of cooperative learning. 



Year 3 - Creative use of Synonyms 
One Lesson Unit 



ACTION 

• Use already established cooperative 
learning groups of three to four child- 
ren. 

• The teache r clarifies the group task 
which in this case is to recreate a 
story, using interesting synonyms. 
Children need to know that the pe r - 
pose of the task is not to replace 
small words with large words, but to 
create a more interesting story, in 
addition, the teacher may also inform 
the children of a cooperative group 
goal that he/she will be looking for 
during the lesson, in this unit a teach- 
er may look and discuss with the 
groups Interpersonal and Small* 
Group Skills. For example, how to 
listen to each other's ideas and ways 
of coming to a consensus of opinion 
about the structure of the new story. 



COOPERATIVE 

LEARNING 

PRINCIPLES 

• Heterogeneous 
Grouping 

• Goal 
Interdependence 



A BOAT RACE 
I saw a big 
boat on the 
sea. It went 
fast. 




THE YACHT IWCE OF THE 

I spotted an enormous 
m<v<i-Yachr oalhehonton. 
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• Each group member is to have a 
specific responsibility to assist in the 
completion of this task. The roles 
could be: 

Checker checks the dictionary or 
thosaurus for the accuracy of sug- 
gested alternatives. 

Writer keeps a note of the group's 

responses and writes up the final 

version of the new story. 
Time-Keeper keeps the group on task 

and makes sure all aspects of the job 

are finalised 

Reader reads the group's new story 
to the class. 

Organisation 

• Each group reads the story given to 
them by the teacher; all group mem- 
bers brainstorm possible new syn- 
onym suggestions. The checker 
uses the dictionary and /or the thes- 
aurus to check the accuracy of the 
synonyms suggested as alterna- 
tives; the group comes to a consen- 
sus of opinion about the new 
structure of the story; making sure 
everyone understands the new 
version, and then reads the story to 
the teacher or class. 



Individuai 
Accountability 



Role 

Interdependence 



• The development 
of interpersonal 
and Small-Group 
Skills 

- listening 
-communicating 
-sharing 

- decision-making- 
taking turns 

-consensus making 




A Nautical 
Yam 



by the Fantastic 
Fearless Four 



o ii ap ter One 
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Year 6 -Story Writing 
Three Week Unit 

ACTION 

• Randomly choose groups of lour 
children by drawing their names from 
a hat or numbering off. 

• The group task Is to write and illust- 
rate a group storybook over a period 
of three weeks. 

• Each group member is to have a 
specified responsfoil'ity in the pro- 
duction of the storybook. Each group 
may take responsibility for individual 
role allocation. However, the teacher 
may choose and delineate roles 
which reflect functions in the writing 
process. As, for example: 

Wrker keeps the rough notes and 
writes up the final version of the story 

Proof Reader checks and corrects 
spelling and grammatical errors in 
the story. 

Illustrator designs the layout and illus- 
trates the story. 

Reader reads the group's story to 
other children. 



Heterogeneous 
grouping 



Goal 

Interdependence 

Individual 
Accountability 



Role 

Interdependence 



Note 

With this particular unit, it is important to remember 
that, even though the children have specific roles to 
fulfil, they can also assist each other with the different 
aspects of the project. 
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PEOPLE 

sailor 

captain 

passengers 

skipper 

coastguard 

pilot 

pirate 

helmsman 

midshipman 

crew 

mate 



BOATS 

submarine 

liner 

sloop 

kayak 

lifeboat 

yacht 

schooner 

canoe 

clipper 

tugboat 

rcwboat 

tanker 

galleon 

freighter 



NAVIGATION WORDS 
compass isophase 



SEA 
WORDS 
nautical 
knot 
buoy 

aquaplane 
aquatic 
aquamarine 
boom 

WEATHER 
treacherous 
stormy 
windy 
humid 
mist 
hot 
sunny 
fine 
drizzle 
cyclone 
typhoon 
spray 



SYNONYMS 
fantastic 
stupendous 
phenomenal 
tremendous 
fun 

incredible 
amazing 
'unreal' 




Organisation 

Groups are formed, children decide 
their own individual roles and a name 
for their group. All group members 
brainstorm the story-line ideas and 
come to a consensus of opinion about 
their storybook structure, layout, des- 
ign and graphics. Children can help 
each other with the total production but 
each child knows they have a specific 
responsibility. For example, any group 
member can check the dictionary for 
ihe proof reader, or colour in a sketch 
designed by the illustrator, (it is easier 
if the storybook is kept at school until 
the final production is completed.) 



• The development 
of Interpersonal 
and Small-Group 
Skills 

-planning 

-decision-making 

-listening to each 
other's ideas 

•negotiation and 
conflict-resolution 

-consensus making 



The teacher's role can take on a dual function during this unit. 
Group conferences can be conducted regarding specific writing 
points - grammar, spelling, story forms, story structure, etc. In 
addition, the teacher can utilise the time to discuss specific 
cooperative learning principles with each group - What is 
individual accountability? Why is it important to each group's 
success? How do we settle a difference of opinion in our group? 



Year 9 - The Making of a Video 
One Term Unit 



ACTION 

• The group task is to produce a video 
of a chosen class story. 

Preliminary 

• Previous groundwork in the need for, 
and the ways in which cooperative 
learning groups woric 

• Class story-writing sessions. 

• The choice of a story which could be 
scripted and performed for a video 
production. 

In this case, the whole class pro- 
vides the actors and actresses for 
the video. Smaller groups are 
responsible for the various Jobs to be 
completed in the production of a 
video. 
For example: 

1 Serif* Writers 

2 Scheduling Team (flow chart produc- 
tion, time schedule organisation, 
coordination of expert groups, contin- 
uity) 

3 Prop Crew (costumes, scenery, 
music, sound effects, make-up) 

4 Camera Crew (director, camera per- 
son, sound person) 

5 Location Team (travel arrange- 
ments, bus to locations if necessary, 
letter of permission to parents, gala 
night arrangements, media release 
to local newspaper) 



Organisation 

• The teacher's role will be to act as a 
facilitator to each of the subgroups. 

• A good start to this unit would be a 
visit to a TV studio to see all the 
necessary video functions. Encour- 
age students to identify all the tasks 
and take responsibility for role and 
task allocation. 

• The selection of task group mem 
bers may be organised in various 
ways, for example: 

- calling for volunteers 

- holding class elections 

- random assignment 

- based on the talents of each indiv- 
idual 

• Encourage task groups to analyse 
their jobs and specify the materials 
and time schedule needed to pro- 
duce required parts on time. (Each 
group could keep a planning diary as 
a unit requirement.) The task 
analysis information provides the 
basis for a flow chart which will 

$j assist in coordinating individual 
* O tason goals and time schedule*. 



COOPERATIVE 

LEARNING 

PRINCIPLES 



Establishment of a 
cooperative 
classroom climate. 



Role 

Interdependence 



A SUGGESTED TIME SCHEDULE 



Script 

2-3 

weeks 



Props 
2 weeks 



Camera 

Work 

1-2 

weeks 



Editing 
Music 
Titles 
2 weeks 





Individual 
Accountability 
Active involvement 
in the learning 
process 



Assessment 

A variety of assessment techniques can be developed for all 
units, this is one example. 

• Each group could be encouraged to critically analyse their 
own performances by completing a 'Self-Evaluation Survey'. 
For example: 

1 How well did you work as a team? 

- Did everyone pitch in and do their part? YES/NO 

- Were you on time? YES/NO 

- Did you help each other when 

needed YES/NO 



I I I I I 

No Team Full Cooperation 

Cooperation by Team 

2 What decision-making processes were used by yourteam? 

-voting YES/NO 
-loudest voice 
-open discussion 
- consensus of opinion 



Interpersonal Skills 
-tolerance 
-patience 
-ability to 
communicate with 
others 

- responsibility 

Small-Group Skills 

- Negotiation 

• Decision-making 

- Conflict resolution 
-Organisation 



Note 

Students can use survey resuiis to set themselves 
goals for the next cooperat ; ve group work. Teachers 
can use the survey results to involve students in 
learning experiences which will further develop, or 
introduce new cooperative learning skills. 



Year 11 - Clear Thinking Exercise 
One to Three Lessons Unit 

ACTION 

• Randomly choose groups of three to 
five students. A variety of methuJs 
can be used, such as: numbering off 
or drawing names from a hat. 

• The group task is to logically analyse 
and critically evaluate the arguments 
forwarded by the author of a 
selected piece of writing. 

Material 

1 Controversial newspaper article 



COOPERATIVE 

LEARNING 

PRINCIPLES 

• Heterogeneous 
grouping 



If we lose the cup, 
blame Perth club's 
waste, says Bond 

miY frankly/ ne ??!° fftC iirtu 
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2 Question sheet to help guide each group's deliberations 



1 What are the writer's main contentions? 

2 What supporting arguments does the writer provide? 

3 Make a judgement about the quality of the 
supporting arguments. 

Are they emotional 
factual 
irrelevant 
logical? 

4 How did you support your judgement? 



• Each group member is to have a 
specific role, for example: 

Time Keeper keeps group on task 
and covering all questions in allot- 
ted time. 

Checker makes sure everyone has 
a turn. 

Clarifyer makes sure everyone in 
the group understands 

Researcher finds specific inform- 
ation to check the accuracy of the 
arguments in the article. For exam- 
ple dates, times, numbers, other 
newspaper reports of the same 
accident. 

Writer keeps notes for class pres- 
entation at the end of the ses- 
sions. 

• Each group is to be responsible for 
role allocation and task completion. 

• Teacher can choose a reporter lor 
each group after the task is com- 
pleted; this encourages the group 
members to make sure everyone 
understands. 



Role 

Interdependence 



Face-to-Face 
Interaction in Small 
Discussion Groups 
Interpersonal Skills 

- listening 

- sharing 
-communicating 
-tolerance 

Small-Group Skills 

- negotiation 

* conflict-resolution 

- decision-making 

Individual 
Accountability 



Assessment Option 

As each group presents its decisions, the other 
students can act as a jury, making a judgement about 
the presentation, using pre-determined and agreed 
upon criteria. 



Jury Considerations 

1 Clarity of presentation 

2 Logical analysis of arguments 

3 Brevity 

4 Use of supportive information 



Note 

This clear thinking unit is ideally suited to be modified 
into a jigsaw technique. 



The jigsaw 1 technique is a simple cooperative learning strategy 
whereby a class is divided into small groups of 4-5 students 
called Home Teams. Each home team is given the same task, 
for example, discuss a controversial newspaper article, 
analyse a novel. The task is then divided into various 
manageable parts, themes or questions. Each student in each 
home team chooses a question to explore. The students from 
oach home team dealing with the same question, form an 
'Expert Group together. Each expert group only discusses one 
question. On completion of the task (teacher may choose a 
time limit), each expert group member must return to his/her 
home team and teach the members of the home team what 
they have learnt. Using this technique a task is divided into 
more manageable parts: each student being responsible for 
finding out about, and teaching his/her team mates about one 
aspect of the whole; and in turn, must rely on his/her team 
mates to reciprocate. In this fashion the whole topic, task or 
theme is put together Ike a jigsaw. 



Organisation of a 1 Lesson Unit 
Horns Tsam 

• Tsam formation 

• Teacher distributes task 

• Expert Group membership decided 
(2-3 minutes) 

Expert Group 

• Discussion by individual expert groups of their particular 
questbn 

(25-30 minutes) 
Home Team 

• Return to home team 

• Share information learned in each expert group with whole 
home team. 

(15-20 minutes) 

HELPFUL HINTS 

• Cooperative learning seems to be more effective with 
groups of three to five students. However, you may need to 
start students off in pairs and concentrate on the teaching 
and learning of very specific social skills of cooperation 
before working up to larger groups. 

• It takes time for students to establish working relationships 
with other students, so don't Jump in too quickly to solve a 
problem or change a group's membership. 

• Hold small-group and whole-class discussion sessions 
where classroom expectations aid responsibilities are 
established. The development of display charts can then 
be used as an easy referal guide for the whole class. 

• Use language that helps build a cooperative classroom 
climate: 

-our classroom 
-our rules of behaviour 
-ourresponsbillty 
-we decide 

• Remember that there are many different ways of 
structuring the learning environment to cater for the 
diversity of teaming styles in the classroom. 
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• For further information on jigsaw and other strategies. 
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